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Abstract 
e in an English for 
Academic Purposes course. Students were taught reference in a module on reading skills using printed materials before they 
were introduced to the MyLinE online resources on references. The two cohesive devices focused on were anaphoric and 
cataphoric reference. For the survey, students filled in a questionnaire which focused on the comprehensibility of the 
explanations, usefulness and difficulty level of the exercises, and their preference for the printed or online language learning 
media. The results indicated that the students were divided in their preference for the printed module and the MyLine online 
resources. Students who were in favour of the printed module cited the advantage of personalised face-to-face two-way 
interaction with their lecturers as crucial in assisting their comprehension of the subject matter whereas students who 
preferred the online language learning medium cited convenience of referring to other online resources and the interest factor.  
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1. Introduction 
One area of academic writing is reference. It is an important area because coherence of ideas is crucial in 
ensuring clarity of communication, without which, its absence may cause confusion or a breakdown in 
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communication. For example, in spoken narratives the cataphoric use of this is important for signaling certain 
concepts which might subsequently be re-mentioned, thereby improving access to these concepts in the mental 
representation [1].  Studies have shown that the use of reference has been found to vary with the language (see 
Xu [2] for comparison of Chinese and English, and Serratrice [3] for comparison of English and Italian). Where 
the use of reference in English research articles is concerned, anaphoric and cataphoric nouns and verbs are 
among the main meta-textual devices used to express cause-effect inter-sentential relations to achieve coherence 
[4]. Reference is undoubtedly important in academic writing [5; 6].  
Academic writing is traditionally taught by instructors using printed materials in face-to-face interaction. With 
the development of internet technology, the online medium now offers an option for learning especially among 
the younger generation who grew up with the technology. The pull factors of the online medium are varied but 
the main advantage stem from the penchant of the younger generation with digital media and the World Wide 
 [6]. Harasim [8] conducted a survey of 15,000 post-secondary students and 
found that online students who use the web as the primary environment for course discussion and interaction 
does not mean that the printed materials have no strong point. It is undeniable that through face-to-face 
interaction, students develop a sense of belonging as they value the personal connection with the instructor in the 
traditional format of teaching which uses printed materials. Johnson et al. [7] found that graduate students in a 
traditional course format reported greater satisfaction with their learning experience than students in the online 
group although there is no difference in the quality of the learning. The instructional conte
[7] study was an instructional design course. In the scope of language learning, comparison of the traditional and 
online formats for teaching has dealt with language learning in general. To our knowledge, focus on specific 
aspects of language such as reference has been relatively unexplored. 
1.1. Purpose of the study 
English for Academic Purposes course. The specific aspects stud
comprehensibility, usefulness and difficulty level of the printed and online materials on the topic referencing as 
well as the advantages and disadvantages of learning the topic using the two media.  
 
2. Method of Study 
 
2.1 Participants 
 
The participants of the study were 41 university students enrolled in an Academic Reading and Writing 
(ARW) course in a Malaysian university. The participants were from two classes with a total of 56 students, but 
only 41 students participated in the study. The participants had either scored Bands 4 to 6 in the Malaysian 
University English Test (MUET) examination or had passed the pre-requisite English foundation courses in the 
university. 
 
2.2 Mode of implementation 
 
In the ARW course, students were taught citation and referencing in Module 1. Students were also taught 
appropriate skills and strategies to facilitate the reading of academic texts in their particular disciplines in Module 
2. Subsequently, they were also guided through the skills required in producing a variety of short texts in their 
relevant fields of study, particularly in the following genres: information report, explanation and discussion, in 
Modules 3-5). The foci for these three modules are the macro-organisational structure of the three academic 
genres and how language functions in the genres.  
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The stress on referencing was in Module 2 on reading skills. Students were asked to read a text before 
answering some comprehension questions on the main ideas in the text and vocabulary questions on meanings of 
selected words. Following this, students were asked to provide the reference for underlined words such as it, they, 
and these. These were anaphoric reference. See Appendix 1, Question 4. 
In addition to the exercises on referencing in Module 2 of the Academic Reading and Writing course, for the 
study, the participants were also asked to access an online input and exercise on referencing located in the 
Malaysian Online Resources for Learning in English portal, MyLinE. The online input and exercise was 
accessible at http://myline.utm.my/myline/file.php/3/EforAcademicPurposes/Reading/reference/index.html). 
The introduction to referencing in the online module focused on the function of reference words in language. 
This was followed by content providing examples of anaphoric reference (e.g. I wanted to go on a shopping trip 
but my mother was against it.) and cataphoric reference (e.g. Unlike its competitors, Nokia has been innovative in 
.). Once the participants have understood the explanation of anaphoric and 
cataphoric reference, they attempted the five exercises comprising 10 questions each. A score was provided at the 
end of each exercise. For the study, the participants were asked to record their after each exercise was completed. 
No limits were imposed on the students on the number of attempts they want to make thus some of them 
attempted the exercises several times but they were allowed to record their best score. The types of exercises in 
MyLinE and ARW module were similar, except that for Exercises 1 and 4 in MyLinE, students were given 
multiple choice options for the answers. For Exercises 2 and 3, the students were required to key in their answers 
similar to the exercises in the ARW module where they were asked to write down their answers. See Appendix 2 
for a sample of exercises on referencing in MyLinE. 
After the participants completed the exercises on referencing in MyLinE, they were asked to fill in a 
 in English  
Appendix 3). The questionnaire items required students to report their understanding of reference in the MyLinE 
materials and the ARW module as well as their views on the usefulness and difficulty level of the exercises. The 
learning. Participants were asked to state their preference, whether they preferred to learn referencing in the 
MyLinE or the ARW module. Some participants wrote one or two reasons for their preferences but others did not 
write any comment. Hence, the frequency for this item does not add up to 41. However, if the participants 
elaborated a viewpoint at length or gave two similar comments, it was considered as one reason.  
 
3. Results  
 
This section of the paper highlights the findings and discussions of the study which include comprehensibility, 
usefulness and difficulty level of the printed and online materials on the topic reference as well as the advantages 
and disadvantages of learning the topic using the two media.  
 
3.1 Ability to understand reference 
 
Based on the resources given online in MyLinE portal, the results showed that the percentage of participants 
understanding the anaphoric explanation is higher than that of cataphoric explanation. As shown in Table 1, 28 
participants (68.29%) said they understood the explanation very well for anaphoric as against only 25 participants 
((60.97%) for explanation on cataphoric reference. Only twelve participants or 29.27% said they understood the 
explanation on anaphoric reference but not so well as compared to slightly more than a third (36.57%) not 
understanding the explanation so well on cataphoric reference in MyLinE. Only one participant admitted not 
understanding both the explanation on anaphoric and cataphoric references in MyLinE. Similar questions were 
not asked about the ARW module because the materials in the ARW module only focused on anaphoric 
reference.  
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Table 1 Ability to understand reference in MyLinE  
 
   Well Not so well Cannot 
understand 
Total 
1. I understand explanation in MyLinE on anaphoric 
reference. 
No. 28 12 1 41 
% 68.29 29.27 2.44 100 
2. I understand explanation in MyLinE on cataphoric 
reference. 
No. 25 15 1 41 
% 60.97 36.59 2.44 100 
 
3.2 Average score on reference exercises in MyLinE 
 
For the four exercises on reference in MyLinE, most of the questions focused on anaphoric reference. A 
comparison of the scores obtained by the participants as shown in Table 2 revealed that the average scores for 
Exercises 1, 2 and 4 were almost similar at 8.5, 8.3 and 8.6 respectively out of a total of 10 for each exercise. The 
average score for Exercise 3 was however lower at 6.0 only. This is mainly due to the other exercises being 
multiple choice questions, and a relatively easier open-ended Exercise 2 on steps to make popcorn where the 
referents are obvious. Exercise 3 was an open-ended question and it might have been relatively more difficult for 
some students. 
 
Table 2 Average score on reference exercises in MyLinE 
 
Exercise Average score 
1 8.5 
2 8.3 
3 6.0 
4 8.6 
 
3.3 Usefulness of exercises in MyLinE and ARW module 
 
Table 3 shows that the exercises on reference in both MyLinE and ARW module were perceived to be almost 
similar in usefulness. Almost all the 41 participants rated the exercises offered in both media as useful with 40 
and 39 expressed that the exercises in the ARW and MyLinE respectively as useful and none of the participants 
rated them as not useful. The aspect of usefulness as interpreted by the participants is evident in their responses to 
the open-ended questions which are reported later. 
 
Table 3 Usefulness of exercises on reference in MyLinE and ARW module 
 
 Useful Not so useful Not useful Total 
1. 
reference.  
39 2 0 41 
2. 
to use reference.  
40 1 0 41 
 
 
3.4 Difficulty level of exercises 
 
When asked on the difficulty level of the exercises on reference, almost all the participants indicated that the 
review of the materials for teaching reference. Since the participants found the exercises too easy, this suggests 
that reference is probably a skill that many may have mastered by the time they reached their tertiary level of 
education or perhaps it could be a component of the language of which less emphasis should be given in a 
university academic reading and writing course. However, the high rating given in terms of difficulty level could 
294   Su-Hie Ting and Fatimah Puteh /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  66 ( 2012 )  290 – 301 
 
also be due to the fact that the exercises given focused more on comprehension. Although the students 
understood the object of the reference, this does not mean or guarantee that they will be able to use reference 
appropriately in their writing as this production aspect of reference was not captured by the exercises provided in 
either the MyLinE or the ARW module. 
 
Table 4 Difficulty level of exercises on reference in MyLinE and ARW module 
 
 Too easy Just right Too difficult Total 
1.  39 2 0 41 
2.  40 1 0 41 
 
 
3.5 Preference for online or printed materials 
 
The participants were divided in their preference for either MyLinE or ARW materials for learning reference. 
Out of 41 participants, 19 stated their preference for MyLinE materials whereas 16 stated their preference for the 
ARW module. Six of the participants reported that they liked both media for learning reference. The open-ended 
responses of the participants offered more insights into their preferences. This will be elaborated in sub-section 
3.6. 
 
Table 5 Preferences for MyLinE and printed materials for learning reference 
 
MyLinE (online) ARW (printed) Both (online & printed) 
19 16 6 
 
3.6 Open-  
 
Table 6 shows the reasons given by the participants for their choice of online materials in MyLinE or printed 
materials in the ARW module. The frequencies in the table show the number of times a particular reason was 
mentioned by the participants and not the number of participants who wrote the responses. The results show that 
there are three common features which were reported as important in learning reference, whether they are 
through online medium or printed materials. These features include interactivity, mental challenge and 
accessibility to the task.  
 
3.6.1 Interactivity 
 
For interactivity, the frequency of mention was six times for the printed materials in the ARW module as 
compared to only twice for the online materials in MyLinE. The reason given for their preference for the ARW 
content was through this mode, the content was delivered through face-to-face interaction with the lecturer from 
whom they could obtain feedback on their right and wrong answers. The interactivity in the online MyLinE 
resources for learning reference was provided in the form of indications on whether the answers were right or 
wrong with a simple explanation for the answers. Those who favour online material in MyLinE indicated that 
they prefer this mode better than the ARW module because they can simply check their answer on their own, thus 
motivates them to do more exercises. It is however obvious based on their responses that the group valued the 
human interaction as being more important than that of a machine taking over the role of the teacher.  
 
3.6.2 Mental challenge 
 
should not be too easy. The task had to be mentally challenging and there should be sufficient number of 
practices given to the participants. Based on the responses given, it revealed that MyLinE received three 
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responses whilst ARW, four. The comments given by the participants are that there were more exercises and 
reference to refer to in the online mode in MyLinE whereas for the ARW module, they commented that the tasks 
are more challenging and detailed.  
 
3.6.3 Accessibility 
 
Accessibility was interpreted differently by the participants. For both MyLinE and ARW module, they each 
received three responses. Based on their comments, those in favour of online learning indicated convenience of 
using the internet as the reason for preferring the online materials whereas those in favour of ARW module stated 
that they can easily refer to the module without having to worry about presence of internet connection. 
Accessibility was important and available in different ways to the participants. When the materials are put online, 
participants who have access to internet can go to the website any time they wished. However, if they do not have 
access to a computer, it becomes problematic. At the same time, for printed materials, participants who have a 
printed copy of the course materials could take out the module to refer to at any time too. It was a matter of 
preference on the form of accessibility. 
 
3.6.4 Others 
 
. 
 
Table 6 Reasons for preferring online or printed materials 
 
Category MyLinE Frequency ARW module Frequency 
Interactivity Can check answers, thus more 
motivated to do exercise 
2 Can find out from lecturer why answer is 
wrong 
6 
Task More exercises and reference to refer 
to 
3 More challenging and detailed 4 
Accessibility Convenient to use internet 3 
have internet 
3 
Personal liking Environment friendly  no need to use 
paper 
2 Just do not prefer online materials 1 
Others Easier to focus  6   
 Fun 5   
 Can use other resources (e.g. Google 
Translate) 
2   
 
Apart from the above three features, the online materials have some winning features which the printed form 
has no equivalence with. These were categorized as Others in Table 6. Six participants found that it was easier to 
focus when the materials were put online. Another five stated that it was fun doing the online exercises on 
reference. Another two participants stated that they could use Google Translate when they did not understand 
some words in the reading texts and it was a good feeling when they could attempt questions set by other 
universities. In these respects, the printed materials lose to the online medium which the present generation of 
students is brought up on. 
 
3.7 Discussion 
 
The discussion focuses on two points. First, the task must be challenging and the task needs to offer enough 
language practice to reinforce the learning of reference. In the present study, the questions on reference in the 
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printed materials were too easy in comparison to the questions in the MyLinE webpage. In the latter the 
participants mostly obtained between eight and nine correct answers out of 10, with the exception of one task 
where the average score was six. The practice tasks have to be pitched at a higher level for students to make gains 
[9] i+1, an 
aspect of language that the acquirer has not yet acquired but that he or she is ready 
interest of course development, the practice tasks need to be revised so that the anaphoric referents are not too 
straight forward (Appendix 2). Perhaps the task should focus on cataphoric referents as these are less frequently 
used and students are not as familiar with it.  
Interactivity surfaces in different forms for the traditional and online medium for teaching reference in this 
study. Interactivity in the use of print materials in traditional teaching comes from the interaction between the 
instructor and students whereas interactivity in the online medium is in the form of digital self-access. For self-
learning to be motivational, the feedback element is important in the design of online tasks for practice. High 
quality feedback, ample opportunities for feedback, individualised content and high quality input are four 
specifics of an optional language learning environment [10]
informative function than for its corrective-reinforcing function and takes it as a channel to provide learners with 
in Zhao [10: p.8]. However, on the aspect of feedback the face-to-face interaction with lecturers may be better 
because the lecturers are responsive to individual differences and can adjust the difficulty level of their 
e [10]). 
In order for online materials to be responsive to individual differences in language learning, some customisation 
is necessary to give choice to students in the task type, difficulty level and so on.  
The benefits of online learning rests on the premise that the learners must participate in online discussions and 
other activities, a point stressed by instructors who were teaching in both distance and face-to-face format [11]. 
Smith et al. [11] found that the online presence of instructors is important to ensure that students do not drop 
classes and they are there to evaluate assignments and answer questions on ambiguities. The concern with lack of 
participation gave rise to studies such as Ling et al. [12]. Ling et al. [12] tudes towards 
participating in asynchronous online discussion activities, it was found that a majority of the students know the 
value of participating online but the online instructional activities had to be designed to inculcate intrinsic 
motivation. The six main threads made available for them were announcement, discussions on lectures, 
discussions on tutorial/lab work, discussion on their coursework, and socialisation among themselves. Ling et al. 
[12] established that external regulation in the form of marks for participation is not as important as their 
attribution of importance to self-learning in online discussion boards. Student participation in online discussions 
has other benefits such as giving quiet students a voice because of the anonymity.  
With the phenomenon of increasing student numbers in university language classes, resources in language 
teaching staff would be shared with a bigger group of students. One of the inevitable outcomes is the increase in 
student numbers per class. This automatically reduces personal attention and customised teaching to suit student 
needs. One option is blended learning, where print and online media are integrated properly. Other points of 
consideration is that the instructor may need to spend a lot more time than expected to make an online presence 
and to design the materials so that it is suitable for online learning.  
 
4. Conclusion 
 
The study found that university students rated print and online academic reading and writing materials on 
reference as similar in usefulness and difficulty level. The group was divided in their preference for the print and 
online media. The main reason for the students liking the use of print materials was the interpersonal interaction 
with the instructors who can tailor their feedba
online medium was the fun factor and the ease of focus for students who are more used to reading materials 
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online than in printed form. The findings suggest that to take account of the strengths of both media, the best way 
is to complement the traditional teaching of academic reading and writing with online materials with interactive 
features in the form of blended learning. This promotes self-access learning and student-centred learning without 
losing the human dimension of teaching and learning. However, the study has some of the limitations that 
characterise existing research on use of technology for language learning as pointed out by Zhao [10] in that the 
study was limited to a higher education setting and adult learners of English as a second language, and the focus 
was only on reference, a single aspect of language learning. In view of the limitation, further studies on student-
instructor interaction and student-materials engagement on other areas of language learning are needed to 
optimise language learning. 
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Appendix A: References in ARW Module 2 on Reading Skills 
 
Read the text below and answer the questions which follow.  
 
Television 
 
unfortunately, these benefits are outweighed by the harms it does to dedicated viewers. Television is harmful in a 
number of ways. 
 
Television makes viewers passive. Children who have an electronic babysitter spend most of their waking time in 
a semiconscious state. Older viewers watch tennis matches and basketball games with none of the excitement of 
being in the stands. Even if children are watching Sesame Street or The Electric Company, they are being 
educated passively. The child actors are going on nature walks, building crafts projects, playing with animals and 
participating in games but the little viewers are simply watching. Older viewers watch a studio audience discuss 
issues with an expert, but no one will turn to the home viewers to ask their opinion. 
 
Worst of all, TV presents a false picture of reality that leaves viewers frustrated because they do not have the 
beauty or wealth of characters on television.  Viewers absorb the idea that everyone else owns a lavish apartment, 
suburban house, sleek car, and expensive wardrobe. The material possessions on TV shows and commercials 
contribute to the false image of reality. News anchors and reporters, with their perfect hair and make-up, must fit 
the upper-middle-class world that TV glorifies. 
 
Families watching television do very little talking except for brief exchanges during commercials. If the next-
door neighbour drops in for a visit, the most comfortable activity for everyone may be not conversation but 
watching television.  The family may not even be watching the same set; instead, in some households, all the 
family members head for their own rooms to watch their own sets. All these show that television discourages 
communication. 
 
Television, like cigarettes, is harmful to our health.  We are becoming isolated and frustrated and, most 
frightening, the average viewer spends more time watching television than ever.     
 
(Adapted from Langan, 1996, pp. 102-103)  
 
1.  
__________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
2. List the three arguments that the author uses to support his/her stand. 
a. ____________________________________________________________ 
b. ____________________________________________________________ 
c. ____________________________________________________________ 
 
 
3. Provide the meaning of the underlined words below. You may give the meaning for each word in English or 
in BM. 
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a. Children who have an electronic babysitter spend most of their waking time in a semiconscious state.   
_______________________________________________________________ 
 
b. From their modest homes or cramped apartments, many viewers tune in daily to the upper-middle-class 
world that TV glorifies. 
       _______________________________________________________________ 
c. Families watching television do very little talking except for brief exchanges during commercials. 
   _______________________________________________________________ 
 
d. We are becoming isolated and frustrated, and most frightening, the average viewer spends more time 
watching television than ever.  
 _______________________________________________________________ 
 
 
4. What do the underlined words refer to? 
 
a. it does to dedicated viewers. ( 
paragraph 1)   
_______________________________________________________________ 
 
b. Even if children are watching Sesame Street or The Electric Company, they are being educated 
passively. ( paragraph 2) 
_______________________________________________________________ 
 
c. Worst of all, TV presents a false picture of reality that leaves viewers frustrated because they do not 
have the beauty or wealth of characters on television. (paragraph 3) 
_______________________________________________________________ 
 
d. All these show that television discourages communication.( paragraph 4) 
      _______________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Appendix B: MyLinE materials for learning references 
 
Based on the description above, find the words for the following reference items. After you have completed the 
exercise, click 'Submit all and Finish' to check your answers. Click here to access the notes on "Understanding 
Reference".  
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Question 1
Marks: 1
Choose one answer.
A. Teaching 
B. Result
C. Result 
Question 2
Marks: 1
Choose one answer.
A. New generation
B. Good teachers
C. Children 
Question 3
Marks: 1
Choose one answer.
A. Children
B. Good teachers
C. Teachers
Question 4
Marks: 1
Choose one answer.
A. Children
B. Demanding challenges
C. Good teachers
Question 5
Marks: 1
Choose one answer.
A. Vocation
B. Profession
C. Teaching 
Save w ithout submitting Submit all and finish
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Appendix C: Questionnaire  
 
Learning References in MyLinE and in ARW Module (Unit 2 on Reading) 
 
Answer the following questions based on your experience of using MyLinE  
 
1. My score for MyLinE: Exercise 1 ______  
Exercise 2 ______ 
Exercise 3 ______ 
Exercise 4 ______ 
 
2. I understand the explanation in MyLinE on anaphoric reference.  
[     ] well  [     ] not so well   [     ] cannot understand. 
 
3. I understand the explanation in MyLinE on cataphoric reference.  
[     ] well  [     ] not so well   [     ] cannot understand. 
 
4. The exercises are __________ for me to learn how to use reference. 
[     ] useful  [     ] not so useful  [     ] not useful. 
 
5. The exercises are __________. 
[     ] too easy  [     ] just right   [     ] too difficult. 
 
6. Any suggestions for improvement?  
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Answer the following questions based on your experience of using the ARW Module 2 on Reading 
 
7. The exercises are __________ for me to learn how to use reference. 
[     ] useful  [     ] not so useful  [     ] not useful. 
 
8. The exercises are __________. 
[     ] too easy  [     ] just right   [     ] too difficult. 
 
9. Any suggestions for improvement?  
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Compare MyLinE and ARW Module 
 
10. Which do you prefer? [     ] MyLinE   [     ] ARW Module 
Why?  MUST answer. 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
  
